
THE CLASSICAL DANCE 
POSES OF INDIA 


BY 

GDPINATH & S, V. RAMANA RAO 



NATANA NIKETAN 

PUBLICATIONS 

CATHEDRAL ROAD, MADRAB-6. 

{Copyright r^sercod by> ^opinaih) 





FOREWORD 


The cultural revival \vhich Ave are witnessing to-day 
all over India is nowhere more demonstrably apparent 
than in the realm of Dance, and in particular that type 
of Dancing which has come to be known as Bharata 
Natyam In a comprehensive sense Batata Natyam 
would include not only the Sadr nautch of the Tanjore 
School but also the Kathakali of Malabar. It is a well- 
known fact that Indian Dance has a language and gram¬ 
mar of its own quite unlike the dance types of the West. 
This book attempts to give an account of the basic 
patterns of body poses and movements both by way of 
description as well as by illustration. The name of 
Sri Gopmath which is associated with the book is well- 
known m and out side India as that of a leading exponent 
of the dance forms of South India The publication will 
be found useful by those who practise the art It will 
also serve to acquaint those Avho are not very familiar 
with the theoretical aspect of Indian Dance with the 
rudiments of its language and grammar. 

9ih M-ij i9r)5 P. V. RAJAMANNAR. 

Chief Justice, Madras 





PREFACE 


From time immemonal Dancmg has been one of the most fasci¬ 
nating fine arts It is, in fact, a synthesis of several other Fine Arts, 
such as music, poetry, drama, pamtmg and sculpture, combining, as 
it does, in itself the distinctive features of these arts—beauty, harmony, 
rh3rthm, melody and aesthetic expressions 

Dancing, like all other fine arts, is a natural vehicle for the sponta¬ 
neous expression of human emotions, and this is best evidenced by the 
fact that it comes so natural and spontaneous even to httle children, 
as they skip about in sheer joy, keepmg time and making graceful 
gesticulation and rhythmic curves and movements 

Again, as in the case of other fine arts, theie is an inborn, instmct 
for dancmg in man, and it is this latent mstmct that has found expjres- 
sion and taken tangible shape as folk-dances all over the world 

Although the instinct for dancmg is universal, the development of 
dance as a fine art has not been uniform m aU countries, it has varied 
from country to country accordmg to its geographical features, the 
culture and genius of its people In India this art has attained such 
technical perfection and classical excellence winch no other country 
has attained, and m this lespect she lemains unique and pre-emment 
even to this day 

It may sometimes appear to a casual observer, that the very perfec¬ 
tion in technique that dance has attained m India has made it rigid 
and static so much so the art has become stereotyped and mechamcal; 
but a close study of the art would reveal that while the artist has to 
conform to certain set rules and conventions, the art, as it has deve¬ 
loped, gives Inm free and full scope for the expression of his own mdi- 
viduality in consonance with its time-honoured techmque 

Tradition ascnbes a legendary origm to Indian dance and even 
goes to the extent of considering the art as the essence of the divinely 
mspired VEDAS, calling it ‘The Fifth Veda ’ But whatever be the 
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ongm of Indian dance, there is no gamsaying the fact that the art has 
been from tune immemorial an mtegral part of the cultural and reli¬ 
gious life of the people, as is evidenced by the ntuahstic sanctity that is 
often ascribed to it 

Legend says that Bharatamuni is the author of ‘Bharata Natya 
Sastra’, a masterly treatise on Dance, Music, Drama, etc Everything 
pertainmg to Dance has been described in detail m this monumental 
work This work has been the authoritative basis on which the art 
has developed and subsequently flourished mto several distinct 
Schools of Dancmg m different parts of India from Assam down to 
Cape Comerin. 

Accordmg to NATYA SASTRA there are three fundamental aspects 
of Indian dance, viz , NRITTA, NETTYA and NATYA ^ Of these NRITTA 
IS dancing pure and simple, dependmg, as it does, mainly on TALA 
(time-measure) It essentially consists of foot-work with appropriate 
movements of ANGAS and UPANGAS and it is totally devoid of 
ABKENAYA (gesticulatory expression) NRITYA consists of gesticu¬ 
lations without language, and it is this that enables the audience to 
understand and follow the thoughts and emotions of the dancer with- 
’ out the medium of words NRITYA, is, so to speak, a combmation of 
BHAVA (emotional expression), RAGA (musical expression), and TALA 
(Time measure) and mcludes within its scope NRITTA also NATYA 
IS dramatic representation m which music, dance, emotional expression 
and speech are all brought to play and for this reason there is both 
NRITTA and NRITYA as parts of NATYA. 


Indian Dance could be roughly divided into -4wo types, viz, 
THANDAVA and LASYA Of these THANDAVA consists of more virile 
and vigorous movements and is essentially masculine in character, more 
suitable for male dancers, suggestmg as it does vitahty and strength 
The supreme example of this kind of dance is the SIVA TSANDAVA 
which symbolises m itself the cosimc dance of destruction In LASYA, 
on the other hand, the movements are softer and more measured, sug¬ 
gesting grace and beauty, and it is more suitable for female dancers 


ABHmAYA (gesticulatory expression) is the backbone of Indian 

Dance is mcomplete without ABHI- 

^ usuaUy divided mto four kmds ANGIKA, 
V ACHIKA, AHARYA n-nH -^ATVTKA ^ 
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ANGIKA ABHINAYA K c\ine?sion of the BHAVA by using ANGAS, 
^RAlYA^•^tAS ami UPANGAS, KARANAS nnd ANGAHARAS (body 
and MUDR\S (pc'^tmes nf the bund) Facial expressions too 
come xuuh r \BHINAYA ANGIKA ABIIINAYA is of three kinds 
MUKH\JA (facial expressions), SARIRA (poses of the body such as 
KARANAB and ANGAIURAS), CHBSTA (inoxemcnts of ANGAS, 
ITANGAS end PRATYAKGAS) ANGAS are head hands, waist, chest, 
sidr^ "'ml Ic; s lliesf me the main limbs of the body UPANGAS arc 
exc-biows, no'>c, lower-lip, chin and checks The movements of 
the WGAS nnd UPANGAS arc dcsciibed with minute details in the 
NATYA SASTRt Hand gestures othciwise known as ATUDRAS consti¬ 
tute a distinct language by themsehes Thcic arc twcnty-foui 
AS\MYUTA HASTAS (hand gestures oi Mudias), thiitcen SAMYUTA 
HASTAS, thirteen poses of the head (SIROBHEDA), thnty-sbc kinds 
of glances (DRISHTI BHEDA), seven moxements of the cyc-biow's and 
a number of other movements of the ANGAS, UPANGAS and 
PRATYAKGAS B\ means of these ANGAS and UPANGAS, the dancer 
must express the full meaning of the speech, song oi stoiy ABHINAYA 
of the face is the index of RASA (aesthetic emotion) 

VACHIKA ABHINAYA is expression of the BHAVA by the song or 
speech, i c . singing or speaking according to the situation nnd mood. 

AHARYA ABHINAYA is expression of the mood wuth the aid of 
nppropiiato costumes, oinamcnts, make-up, etc , befitting the occasion 
of the .story, song oi speech nnd the status of the chniaclei the dancer 
portrays 

SATVIKA ABHINAYA is cxpiession of the vaiying mental states 
that the characteis are supposed to feel such as honipilatton, tcais 
etc SATVIKA ABHINAYA is by fai the most dimcult part of 
ABHINAYA 

At present theie aic foui types of popular classical dances now in 
vogue in India Tlicy are KATHAKALI of Kerala, BHARATANATYAM 
of South India, MANIPURI of Assam and Bengal, nnd KATHAK of 
Northern India All these four types of dances aie distinct from one 
another in their movements and technique, though all of them have 
their origin in NATYA SASTRA. 

KATHAKALI ICATHAKALI Is a type of dance-drama that had 
its origin and is still in vogue in Kerala (the western const of South 



India) It is full of dance movements and combines m itself NRITTA, 
NRITYA and NATYA m a remarkable manner In KATHAKALI 
dances are performed wMle depictmg stones selected from Ramayana 
and Maba-Bbaratba KATBLAKALI is one of the very few types of 
classical dances that have attamed perfection m NRITTA, NRITYA, 
and NATYA, m all their aspects KATHAKALI has got a pecuhar type 
of make-up, which does not allow the dancer to Open his mouth easily, 
so much so he has to express the varymg emotions only through ges¬ 
tures, and facial expressions 

BHARATA NATYAM BHARATA NATYAM is another type of 
classical dancmg based on NATYA SASTRA, which is very popular m 
South India It was formerly called ‘DASIATTAM’ As it is performed 
today, it constitutes a number of items BHARATA NATYAM was 
ongmally performed by ‘DEVA BASIS’, m temples and is particularly 
suitable for women It combmes m itself NRITTA and NRITYA in 
a large measure and NATYA to a lesser extent This type of dance is 
usually performed by a smgle girl and she dances with smtable 
Abhmaya and movements to the time-measure kept by the NATTU- 
VANAR (dance-tutor) and adapting to the time of the song simg by 
him, supported by a suitable orchestra A BHARATA NATYAM 
performance begins with ALAREPPU, followed by JATISWARAM 
(both of Nritta type), SABDAM, VARNAM, PADAMS, and it usually 
closes with T TT.T.A NA which is dominated by NRITYA Most of the 
songs for which Bharata Natyam is performed are in the Telugu 
language 

MANIPURI MANIPURI dance is popular m Assam and Bengal 
This IS a graceful tsrpe of dance with soft movements of the ANGAS 
and PRATYANGAS This is essentially a LASYA type of dance more 
smtable for women MANIPURI dancers wear a gorgeous type of 
costume, which is very attractive 

KATHAE ElATHAK is a popular t 3 ^e of dance m Northern 
India There is more of NRITTA than ABHINAYA in it as it is per¬ 
formed now KATHAK is full of NRITTA especially foot-work and 
BHRAMARIS TALA (time-measure) has reached perfection in this 
type of dance 

There are other types of classical dances also prevalent m India, 
but they are not so popular as those mentioned above ANDHRA is 
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famous for some t 5 rpes of classical dances like the DEVADASI DANCE 
and KUCHIPUDI DANCE etc The latter one derives its name from 
the village where it had started m Andhra KUCHIPUDI is a dance- 
drama like KATHAKALI and has a good deal of vigorous dance 
movements 

Whatever may be the type of dance the dancer learns and per¬ 
forms on the stage, the ultimate goal or ideal the dancer has m view 
is RASOTPATTI (the rousing of aesthetic emotion) by which the 
dancer not only feels and expresses his various emotions but also make 
the audience feel the same emotions The art of carrymg away the 
audience along with him in whatever emotion he expresses through 
the medium of his dance is called RASOTPATTI To arouse this feel¬ 
ing m the audience the dancer must attam a state of TADATIdYAM, 
i e, the dancer must himself get into the spirit of the character he 
portrays and 'of the BHAVA he expresses Without practismg con¬ 
stantly for a number of years, after attammg a thorough knowledge, it 
os mdeed very difficult to attam this state of perfection, as m dance, 
unlike in drama every gesture is rigidly fixed by rules and conven¬ 
tions The dancer is not allowed to deviate from the rules and conven¬ 
tions 

To attain tins state of perfection one must learn under a compe¬ 
tent teacher Mere theoretical knowledge from books cannot help the 
pupil to master the art of dancmg The pupil should not be satisfied 
with takmg lessons from a competent teacher and reproducmg them 
blindly Some poses of the body, some gestures and some expressions 
smt some people admirably, but the same may not be smtable for 
others if copied blmdly The dancer must adapt the techmque to the 
shape of his own body and features The dancei should not forget 
that the aim of dancmg is to arouse aesthetic emotions more than any¬ 
thing else First impressions are always best and everlastmg Exhi- 
bitmg the dance one learns and practices, is the goal of a young dancer 
In a dance performance the audience first witness the personahty of 
the dancers before knowmg about their abihty to perform the dance 
properly and express the various emotions correctly Along with the 
personality is watched the pose of the body The pose of the body 
enhances the personality and is called KARANA The movement 
from one KARANA to another and several KARANAS constitute an 
ANGAHARA KARANAS and ANGAHARAS are most important --as 
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they give exquisite grace and beauty to the Dance and the Dancer. 
For this purpose particular attention has to be paid to the KARANAS 
(poses of the body) which form an important part of ANGIKA 
ABHINAYA, as has already been mentioned 

This book IS a modest attempt to describe the ELARANAS given in 
the NATYA SASTRA m detail, and to discuss their uses m the Art of 
Dancing The usages given for Each Karana m this book do not fully 
express the meaning unless they are co-ordinated with proper move¬ 
ment of facial features and of the body. Each Karana is either the 
beginrung or the endmg of a usage given It is fervently hoped that 
this book will be found useful and instructive to all those who are 
mterested m Indian Dance 


Natana Niketan, 
Madras, 

1955 
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1. SAMANAKHA 

Usage Before oomtnenomg the D^mce, 
and Astjonished or Stanned expression* 


A 


2. LINA 

Usage : In prayer and Hindu salutation 
or greeting 
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4 KATICHINNA 
Usage : AmuBement and wonder. 
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5. AEDHA BEOHITA 

Usage ; Looking at the Heroine with 
joy and before self-introdnction. 


6. GANDA SUCHI 

Usage : Eequesting to hear and obediently 
standing. 
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Usage : Showing the movement ot a 
cradle and ahowing ‘Sudden Fear ’ 
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9. GATAKRIDITA 

Usage : Showing the Ears of an Elephant 
and showing the Crown. 


10, DANDAEEOBITA 

Usage: Showing power and 
strength and showing the 
cobra bed of Lord Vishnn. 
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12. CHATURA. 

Vsagc : Shovring the cobra on Lord 
Shiva’s body and showing crook-edness 
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24. UPASEITA 

'Otage Counling tho beoda m Prayer 
and showing a BUD. 
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26. VIVRITIA 

TJsage ; Showing n befl of 
flowers, and need when 
•Pacifying.’ 
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29. ARDHAMATTALI 

Usage. Challenging the opponent, 
and Beady lo defend. 


30. TALASAMSPHOTITA 

Usage ; A famous pose of Lord Sivai and 
Bight hand showing blessing and 
the left hand offering protection. 
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31. NUPDEA 

Usage Showing the Eonnd 
of anklets and show¬ 
ing tying of feet. 



32. KATISAilA 

ITfayc- Waiting and Icwking with con¬ 
tempt. 


'o' 
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3i. UNMATTA 

Usage : Shovring Boastfulness, an3 
showing the branches of a tree. 
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37. KIVESA 

Utagc: ShoamR tho tenting of Vccna 
(nlringccl rauBicnl mBtrunicnt), and 
Hero vraitiDg for tho Heroine. 


38. SKHALITA 
TJ^age : Showing a horBo, nnd 
tho Lord of Cobras. 


showing 
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39 UEDHVAJaNU 

TJfage : A posa of Lord Krishna’s 
'Kalmga Mardana,’ and listening 
with impatience! 


40 SIMHaKAESHiTA 

Showing Tnght’, and requesting 
for mercy. 
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42. VIDYUDBHEANTA 
^sagex Bemembeimgi and symg ‘No*’ 
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46. BHEAMAEA 

Usage: Showing the chest decorated with 
Pearls, and saying *My Darling’, and 
showing a ‘Beetle’ (Bhramara) 



46. SUOHIVIDDHA 

Usage: Showing ‘Beatifnl’ and asking 
to Wait- 
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47. KUNCHITA 

Hsagex Showing ‘Eeverenoe*, and showing 
the ‘Stomach’, and bolding cymbals and 
danoing. 


48 MATTALI 

Usage * Showmg the passion of a youthful 
woman and Looking at the heroine with 
passion. 
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49. PAEASARPITA 

Usage : Lookirg with affection and 
‘What about me’. 


50. DRDDVEITTA 
Usage : Sajmg ■! 

I am yont sW, and eipreat.Dg 
Regret or Eepentenoe. 
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52 TYAM51TA 

h^orjc 'rcncliEg a child’, showing 
Tiktn Alack’, fehowiEg ‘Satpnst’. 



r' 

j 
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63. PRISTASWASTIKA 
XJRage ; Mediation anfl Prayer. 


64. DIKSWASTIKA 
Showmg •Ind.ff.tenctf. showm» 

'wounded pride’, 
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Km 


M 


VW 


C7. CEHINNA 

Ui>age : Expccssing a p 0 rplex:in« siiu^iJion 
and LoDkiDg with sympathy. 


58. MANDALASWABTIKA 

Showing ‘sattotmaed by’, 
' Showing ‘Relations’. 

















CLASSICAL DANC5E POSES OE INDIA 



Uiog 


GO PaESYAJANU 

U^age Tarnitg tack and (jucstioiiiDg 
VThUe gciDg away, and E^ady to defend. 


59. NEEUNOHITA 

5; Shoeing a 'ATonkey', and showin 
a lame, disabled or old person. 
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62. VIVAHTITA 

Saying hanghtily ‘I 
and Blio^Ting ‘There’. 


01. AKSIlll'rA 

ti.>jgc Looking nror.nd v\ uh cignity nnd 
shoeing a king niticg on a throne. 






CLAESICAL DANCE POEES OE fXDIA 



GlikmOKh DANCE DOSES OF INDIA 



65. LOLITA 

Usage ; ABking 'what about mo’, ind 
Bhowing the boSy, 


66, ardhanikutta 

®W (aelf adoration). 


one’s 



1 
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67. VIK8HIPTA 

Utage t Waiting for an ordir and obediently 
listening. 


68. TALAV1LA8ITA 
Usage: Throwing away, and Showing a 
Swinging movement- 
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G9. VKISOHIKA 

Umgt ; ShowinR a ‘Scorpion', and Hearing 
an nnploaeant eonnd. 


70. DANDAPADA 
: Showing the path and offenng 
water to God in a oonoh. 
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72 VAUrOBU 

;EAtkiDg for help and ptolechon and 
Eying ‘I am at yonr aeiTice’. 


71. DANDAPAKSHA 

Usage: Showing Majeaty, 
and Dignity, and Showing 
Axioganace. 



Zid^O^ 
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73. VIKSmPTAKSHIPTA 

Usage : ‘Thinking’ nnd showing n ‘Deer’ 
(animal) 
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76 LATAVBISOHIKA 

TJiagi' Dropping to the earth 
snd Ehowing the Jumping 
of birds. 


75. EECHITANIKUTTA 

TJtage : About to go and saying 
‘Yon may go’ 




CLASSICAL DANCE POSES OF INDIA 



» 


77. SWASTIKA 

fjEagt: Thinking of a Plan and Saying 
'Please do it’. 
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81. SUOHI 

Usage : Stamping the earth 
in rage and asking to 
go away. 


82. UEOMANDALA 

Usage . Showing 'HelpIeaBnesB’, and 
Showing 'Misers’, 
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85. SANNATA 

TJsage * Sho7?ing ‘Bhramaria’ 
or circling about and 
showing the naovementB 
of Birds. 


86 NITAMBA 

■ Showmg ■ch.ldhooa’, ana showing 
sorrow, pity or sympathy 
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88. ANCHITA 

XTsage', Offering sheUer and ahowing a 
dance pose of Nataraia. 


87. SAMBHEANTA 
JJsagf. Showing ‘Bewilderment’ and 
showing 'weaiinesB'. 
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91. VALITA 

TJ»age- Blessing and shon^mg Bora 
‘Sabrahmanya’ (a pose) 



92 YAESHASWASTIKA 

Vsage Prayer and Meditation and showing 
TBound hand and foot'. 
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93. NISUMBHITA 

Usage • A difBcnlt dance pose m Siva’ 
Tandava of DeEtruobion, and showiQg 
Earth and EEcaven. 


9^. elakakridita 
^««5«:Bete,ngtae«e,na 

00 , ana offarmg flowers in worship 
of God. ^ 
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95. PlESVANIKUrTA 

Usacci Spreading fiowsrs snd siiowing 
a loins leaf. 


96 TRISCHIEAEUTTITA 

Usage. Heaiing a feailnl sonnd and 
showing ‘an nnbeaiable sight* 
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97. 8IMHAYIKEIDITA 

Usage : Showing the monkey kmg, anfl 
Showing a Lion about to jump. 


98 HABINAPLUTA 

•• Bhow-Og th. lar, of on Blephon, 
and showing lumping of a DBBR» 
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99. PBEN'EHOLITA 
Z/icge ' Showing the head 
of an Elephant, and 
sitting on a horse. 



100. SAEPITA 

TJtage: Showing 'SaliEfachcnMcohing 
passionately. 
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101. MAYURALITA 

Usage : Showing the movement of a 
Peacock, and showing the combing 
of hair. 
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103. CHAKEAMANDALA 

Usage * Used in the exercises 
of the body. 



104. ATIKRANTA 

Usage Used in the exercise of the body 




Mi 




105. 8AKATASYA 

^fage ; Used m the exercise of the body. 




